Participation in after school care in Australia has more than doubled since the 1980s with hundreds of thousands of children attending every day. Historically this form of care has been regarded as a service for parents rather than an opportunity for children. There is a paucity of Australian research for school age care (SAC). This study investigated children's perceptions and experiences of afterschool care. 164 children in Prep/kindergarten to Year 7 across 14 services in Canberra and Logan participated in the research. Five questions were used to survey the children. Their responses supported the notion that SAC settings are important contexts of childhood and development. Afterschool care affords children opportunities to develop skills and competencies, make new friends as well as promoting and protecting play. Areas of health and safety, staffing, relationships with children were revealed as ways afterschool care could improve.
Introduction
School age care (SAC) is the fastest growing sector of childcare services in Australia and has the greatest proportion of children attending services (DEEWR, 2013) . SAC also referred to as outside school hours care includes before school care, afterschool care and vacation care and provides school-aged children (5-12 years) with supervised and planned recreational activities in a safe environment (DEEWR, 2011) while their parents are working or studying. The numbers of children attending SAC services has been steadily climbing since the mid 1990s and show no signs of declining. The number of children using approved outside school hours care in the 2012 September increased by 80,000 from September quarter 2004. The number of families using SAC has increased four-fold during the same time frame (DEEWR, 2013) . SAC services are critical to the children and families who use them (Hand & Baxter, 2013; Simoncini, Caltabiano & Lasen, 2012; Winefield, Piteo, Kettler, Roberts, Taylor, Tuckey, … et al., 2011) . Despite the large and increasing numbers of children and families who access SAC, there is a paucity of research about SAC in Australia (Cartmel & Grieshaber, 2014; Mullan, 2012; Winefield et al, 2011) .
The purpose of this study was to investigate children's perceptions and experiences at after school care. Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Theory (1979) or Bioecological model (1995) posits that children's development occurs within social, cultural and historical contexts. Children are viewed as active participants in their relationships and in creating their environments, and both biological dispositions and environmental forces are thought to shape development. The interactions between these relationships and environments explain differences in child development. According to Bronfenbrenner (1979) development is phenomenological, that is, what matters is how children perceive their environments rather than how they may exist objectively. Depending on family structure, proximity to other children, home resources as well as personality traits, children vary in how they perceive and experience SAC. For example an only child who has no children living in close proximity to their house may enjoy the contact with friends at afterschool care, while a ten-year old child may feel too old to attend afterschool care and wish to have more freedom. We hoped that illuminating children's experiences and perceptions of afterschool care might raise the profile of SAC as an important context for development rather than a service for parents. Using two diverse research sites we sought to explore children's perceptions and experiences of afterschool care and examine variables of age, gender, location and attendance patterns.
2
Review of the Literature Afterschool care programs have been running in Australia since the 1900s (Brennan, 1999; Elliot, 1998; Finlason, 2004) . Initially they began as recreational programs for children operating in community playgrounds. The programs later moved to community halls and school sites and were coordinated by arts or recreational organisations. These recreational programs continued until after the 1970s when the demand for services that provided "care" rather than recreation emerged (Moyle, Meyer, & Evans, 1996) . During the early 1980s there was a rapid expansion of SAC services as women's participation in the workforce increased (Brennan, 1996; Elliot, 1998; OECD, 2001) . Since then there has been a shift of focus from children's needs to parents' needs (Brennan, 1994; Finlason, 2004) . Today SAC services are intended to provide children with a place to engage in a range of play and leisure experiences that allow them to feel happy, safe and relaxed (DEEWR, 2011) . Academic enrichment or remediation is not offered beyond children being able to complete their homework while at afterschool care. The strategic direction of Australian SAC services and schools has been a topic of discussion, but of low priority (Arnold, 2002) . The majority of SAC services are located on school sites; however, government policy makers and legislators view SAC as separate from the day-to-day operations of their venue hosts. One might consider SAC services as invisible additions to school sites (Cartmel, 2007) . Despite being located on school sites there is great diversity in the provenance and organisational structures of SAC services. Providers of afterschool care include schools and/or their Parents and Citizens organisations, local councils, church bodies, long day centres, not-for-profit community groups and for-profit organisations. Fewer and fewer schools manage their own SAC service.
SAC has a much lower profile than other types of childcare and school. SAC has been considered the "poor relative" in child care (Department of Health and Family Services, 1997) and the "Cinderella of services" (Gammage, 2003) . Early childhood services are considered to offer both care and education for young children, whereas school age children are thought to be educated at school, and cared for at SAC until their parents collect them (Department of Family and Community Services (FaCS), 2005; Elliot, 1998) . The perception that OSHC has limited operational hours has contributed to the low standing of this type of care (Cartmel, 2007) . Over the course of the school years, the time spent in SAC has the potential to make up a sizable portion of children's lives and as such must influence their development. The continued use of "care" perpetuates the low opinion of SAC.
The development of Australian SAC services has been in tandem with the growth of services internationally in New Zealand, Britain, Europe, United States and Canada. A diverse range of services mushroomed in response to community need and prompted a growth of services. Services have reported some similar features to Australian SAC (Cartmel, 2007) . The Nordic countries have a long history in SAC programs and research. SAC programs for the Nordic countries promote children's right to meaningful leisure time (Palsdottir, 2012) . In the US, SAC is referred to as after school programs (ASP) -care has been replaced by program and immediately conjures another representation of children's time after school.
Traditionally in Australia SAC has not been regarded as making any instructional, developmental or social capital contributions to a child. Rather it is viewed as child-minding, fulfilling a parental need and not a child need. This is in direct contrast to the United States, where the hours out of school are recognised as a context for social, cognitive and physical development (Mahoney, Parente & Zigler, 2010; Vandell & Posner, 1999) . Researchers, policy makers and governments in the US have become increasingly interested in how out-of-school time can be used as an opportunity for children and adolescents to learn and develop competencies (Mahoney, Vandell, Simpkins & Zarrett, 2009 ). The SAC My Time Our Place: Framework for School Age Care in Australia (DEEWR, 2011) recognises the capacity of and advocates SAC to nurture children's well-being and competencies. Community perceptions have yet to catch up to this vision of SAC.
SAC settings are important contexts of childhood constituting the main locations outside of school where children play and socialise together (Bell, 2013) . SAC enables contexts for friendships to develop. This is important as making friends relies on context rather than children's individual skills and personality (Peters, 2003) . Friendships give children the opportunity to practise and enhance their social, emotional, communication and language skills through their engagement in conversations, cooperative and pretend play, conflict, and the sharing of feelings and experiences (Dunn, Cutting & Fisher, 2002; Newcomb & Bagwell, 1996) .
SAC also protects and promotes children's play by affording children time, space and resources to play. This is important given that the time children spend playing has decreased considerably over the last two and a half decades. The reasons for this decline include more time spent on screen entertainment; competing extra-curricular activities; parental fears about children's safety; parents' lack of awareness about the benefits of unstructured activity and play and the shortage of quality play spaces near children's homes (Singer, Singer, D'Agostino & DeLong, 2008; Witherspoon & Manning, 2012) . Play is critical to nurturing children's wellbeing and resilience (Lester & Russell, 2008) . Play is acknowledged to foster children's social, emotional, cognitive, physical development (Ginsburg, 2007; Singer et al, 2008) as well as affording children opportunities to learn about themselves, the world around them, life skills, creativity and imagination (Witherspoon & Manning, 2012) . My Time, Our Place recognises the roles of play in children's well-being, learning and development (DEEWR, 2011) and is guided by the principles laid out in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) where all children have the right to relax and play, and to join in a wide range of cultural, artistic and other recreational activities. Again community perceptions have yet to catch up to the Framework in regarding SAC as a play safe haven and play as essential to children's optimal development.
Our study supports a central tenant of the framework, which is the need for children to be able to make choices and become involved in problem solving and decision making while contributing to their SAC community. The study aligns with other social research that includes children's voices to gain "richer, first-hand data from children's experiences and perspectives" (Tay-Lim & Lim, 2013, p. 66) . It also reflects MacNaughton, Smith and Davis (2007) reference to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) that states that children have the right to express their views on all matters affecting them and for their views to be taken seriously (Article 12). The United Nations General Comment (No. 7) on Implementing child rights in early childhood further asserts that young children's right to express their views and feelings should be taken into account in "the development of policies and services, including through research and consultations" (Office of the High Commissioner of Human Rights, 2005, p. 7). Our research investigates children's experiences and perceptions of afterschool care with the intention of their responses adding to the literature, as well as bringing about change to current practices to better suit their wants and needs in SAC.
In Australia there has been scant research exploring children's perceptions of SAC. In an early study (Elliot, 1998 ) children asked about their perceptions of programming during one-on-one interviews, while mother's were asked about perceived benefits and program quality through a written survey. Elliot found that both children and parents had positive experiences with afterschool care but that it was a necessity rather than an optional activity. Younger children were more satisfied with afterschool care, while older children would have preferred more time at home to watch television and play with friends. In England however, there is a small body of literature about children's perceptions. The English government commissioned a range of research projects about SAC services. In particular, The impact of out of school care: A qualitative study examining the views of children, families and playworkers, (Barker, Smith, Morrow, Weller, Hey & Harwin, 2003) investigated the perspectives of parents, staff and children utilising school age child care. Key findings included increased opportunities to play and develop friendships, as well as increasing children's self-confidence and social skills through social interactions and new activities. In their review of the literature Barker and colleagues cite other English research where children had named spending time with friends, activities both indoor and outdoor and excursions as positive outcomes of attending afterschool care.
Research Question
We asked the question What are children's experiences and perceptions of afterschool care? The research was exploratory, as only one other early study has examined children's experiences (Elliot, 1998) in Australia. The variables we examined were location (different states), age (younger 5-8 years and older 9-12 years), gender and attendance patterns (full-time versus part-time). As an exploratory study no hypotheses were put forward beyond expecting age differences based on Elliot's study. We did however; expect common themes of play and friends to be present in children's responses based on findings from the English study (Barker, 2003) . We also anticipated great diversity in children's perceptions based on Bronfenbrenner's theories (1979, 1995) . Just as no two children's development is the same, we expected children's experiences and perceptions of their experiences to be different from each other.
Method

Research Sites
Two diverse sites were used to better generalise findings. Canberra is the nation's capital city and is located in the Australian Capital Territory, with a population of 368,000. Canberra has a low unemployment rate of 3.6%. Nearly two thirds of the population (64.5%) above 15 years has a post school qualification and 44.3% of the working population is employed as managers or professionals. In contrast, Logan is situated between Brisbane and the Gold Coast in Queensland with a population of 48,000 people. Logan has a high unemployment rate of 6.2%. Nearly half of the population (48.6%) above 15 years have a post school qualification and only 19.5% of the working population are employed as managers or professionals (ABS, 2013). Convenience sampling was used, however, the six services in Canberra and eight services in Logan (total of 14 services) represented the three school sectors and a variety of service providers. In total there were seven government schools, three Catholic schools and four independent schools. The service providers included community service organisations and two schools.
Sample
A total of 164 children participated in the study. There were slightly more males 88 (53.7%) than females. 
Materials
Five survey questions were used for this study. The questions were adapted from the English study, The impact of out of school care: A qualitative study examining the views of children, families and playworkers (Barker et al, 2003) . We chose questions from their children's group discussion interview schedule including experiences "What is the best thing about afterschool care?", quality "How could we make afterschool care better?", social skills and friendships "Have you made any new friends at afterschool care?" and new opportunities "Is there anything you get to do at afterschool care that you don't get to do anywhere else?" We decided to also ask children "What is the worst thing about afterschool care?" to allow them to voice things they were not happy or satisfied with. A single A4 page was used to survey the children. The page was divided into six parts -one line down the middle of the page with three sections on each side. The questions were written at the top of each box with space below for children's written or pictorial responses.
Procedure
Ethics approval was granted by the University of Canberra. Six services were approached to join the study in Canberra and all agreed to be part of the study. In Logan, seventeen services were approached and ten agreed to be part of the research. The researchers visited the SAC services and told the children about the study and how they could participate by answering questions through drawing, writing or telling the researcher. During the afternoon the researcher approached children individually and/or in groups. The majority of the children chose to answer the questions by telling the researcher who wrote down their answers. The researcher read out loud the responses of those children who drew or wrote their answers to check the researcher understood.
Data analysis
A thematic approach was used to analyse the data. That is, key themes emerged from the data and served as analytical categories (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006 The last two quality areas were not deemed relevant to children's responses. We decided to use Relationships with children to code children's relationships with other children and Staffing arrangements to code children's relationships with staff. The Statistics Program for Social Sciences (SPSS) version 22 was used to analyse the data. Inferential statistics (Mann-Whitney tests) were used to analyse differences between gender, age, state and attendance patterns where numbers were large (n = >40).
Results
Wellbeing and Developmental Opportunities for Children Afforded by Afterschool Care
Children's responses to what is the best thing about afterschool care and is there anything that you only get to do at afterschool care focused on holistic developmental opportunities afforded by afterschool. More than half the children surveyed in the study nominated activities as the best thing about afterschool care (52.4%).
Activities were those things planned by staff for children to do during the afternoon. Approximately one third of the children reported play as the best thing (34.1%).
Play was considered separate from activities based on the definition of play being unstructured and child initiated. Games included both board games and physical games. Games were considered different from play due to the presence of predetermined rules. While it is possible that children included play, games or craft as activities there were enough of the different responses to separate them. Table 2 details children's responses for the best thing about afterschool care. Responses that were categorised as "Other" included staff members, helping out, getting lollies, not having siblings around and the quiet area and the senior's room (a designated area for older children only). Such responses generally occurred once and consequently were grouped together. * Percentages total more than 100 as children could give multiple answers
There was a statistical significant difference at a 0.05 level in children reporting activities according to where they lived. Children in the ACT (Mean Rank = 103.75, n = 97) were significantly more likely to nominate activities than children from Queensland (Mean Rank = 51.74, n = 67) (U = 10063.5, z = -7.970, pa = .000, two tailed). The effect can be considered large (r = -0.62) (Cohen, 1988 ). There were no differences according to gender, age or attendance patterns. There were no differences between children's responses about play according to any of the variables.
The majority of children reported that afterschool care afforded them opportunities that were unavailable to them anywhere else (84.1%). The most commonly reported activity was games with 21.2% nominating them. The opportunity to play with friends was reported by 14.7% of the children. Responses that were coded as "other" included feeding the chickens, dramatic play, science activities, magic and digging for dinosaurs (in the sandpit). Table 3 details the frequencies of the children's responses. As mentioned previously, making new friends is a developmental opportunity afforded by afterschool care. Nearly half the children (43.9%) had made new friends. There were no significant differences between children's responses according to age or older or attendance patterns. There were however significant differences children's responses according to gender and where children lived. Mann-Whitney U tests showed girls (Mean Rank = 89.32, n = 76) were significantly more likely to report having made friends at afterschool care than boys (Mean Rank = 76.32, n = 76) (U = 2800.000, z = -2.087, p = .037, two tailed). This is a small effect size (r = -.16). Children from Queensland (Mean Rank = 107.69, n = 67) were also more likely to report making new friends than children from the ACT (Mean Rank = 65.10, n = 97) (U = 1561.5, z = -6.569, p = .000, two tailed). This is a large effect size (r = -.51).
The findings are interpreted in the discussion section.
Ways to Move Afterschool Care Services Forward and Further Enhance Developmental Opportunities
While afterschool care affords children multiple developmental opportunities, there are still ways in which services can move forward and further enhance children's opportunity for learning and development. The great majority of children had definite ideas on what was wrong with afterschool care and how it could be improved. Only 18.3% of children thought there was nothing that could be improved at afterschool care.
As noted in the methodology, the National Quality Standards were used to analyse children's responses related to service improvement. Children's responses about activities were coded as Programming. Responses about food, eating procedures, general rules and routines comprising group time were coded as Health and Safety. Group time is when children come from school and are expected to sit and wait for other children to arrive and then be told the activities and menu for the afternoon. Responses related to the afterschool care service equipment, resources and space were coded as Physical environment. As mentioned in the methodology children's relationships with other children were coded as Relationships with children, while children's relationships with staff were coded as Staffing.
Programming was the area children most frequently nominated as the worst thing about afterschool care (28.7%). Nothing was the next most frequently reported response (23.2%) followed by Health and Safety (19.5%) and Physical Environment (15.9%). Table 4 shows the frequencies of children's responses according to the different quality areas. There were no differences in children's responses of programming according to gender, age, state or attendance patterns. Responses coded as Health and Safety were the most frequent reported as ways afterschool care could be improved (29.3%). This was followed by Staffing (25%) and Nothing (18.3%). Table 5 details children's responses to how afterschool care could be improved. There were no significant differences between children's responses of Health and Safety according to gender, age or state. There was a difference according to attendance patterns with children who attended part-time (Mean Rank = 90.73, n = 78) more likely to report Health and Safety than children who attended full (Mean Rank = 72.93, n = 84) (U = 2556.000, z = -3.052, p = .002, two tailed). This is a small effect size (r = -.24). There were no significant differences between children's responses of Staffing according to gender, age or attendance patterns. There was a difference according to state with children from Queensland (Mean Rank = 100.01, n = 67) more likely to report Staffing than children from the ACT (Mean Rank = 70.40, 67) (U= 2076.000, z = -5.229, p =.000, two tailed). This is a medium effect size (r = -.41).
Discussion
The children who participated in the survey were very willing to share their ideas about afterschool care. Their responses were well considered and their suggestions for improving afterschool care were for the most part actionable. The children appeared gratified to have someone ask their opinions. Perhaps the most important finding was that children did not consider SAC a filler activity between school and home or somewhere they were "cared for." Children regarded SAC as a time and place for playing, making friends and doing activities. Their responses show SAC as a context for development where they were building skills and competencies. Based on Bronfenbrenner's theory of development (1979, 1995) we expected children's responses to the survey questions to be diverse. The responses reflected the different lives, relationships, experiences and interests of the children. Despite these differences there were common themes emerging particularly play, friendship, craft, screen time and games suggesting that there are commonalities in children's experiences of afterschool care in Australia and some generalisations could be made from the findings.
More than half of the children reported activities as the best thing about afterschool care. This is not surprising as services program a variety of activities everyday for the children to engage with. Usually services try to vary the types of activities over time. Activities could include many of the categories we used to analyse the data (craft, games, computers, sports) . This may account for more children in the ACT responding this way. In Queensland children may have specified exactly what activities they enjoyed while in Canberra their response was more generalised. It seems unlikely that Canberra services offer better or different activities than Queensland services. Our finding aligns with the English study results where children and their parents reported that children enjoyed experiencing new activities at SAC (Barker et al, 2003) . Greater discussion of the types of activities follows the section on play.
Play was the second most common response children gave when asked What is the best thing about afterschool care? SAC both promotes and protects children's play. Children can engage in play every day at afterschool care. The only interruption to their play is group time and eating where children are required to come together as a group. Services offer a range of toys, outside equipment and other resources for play that may not be available to children in their homes. Children can engage in longer periods of play than is offered at school during lunch breaks and they have variety of peers to play with who may or may not be the same age. Our finding resonates with results from the English study (Barker et al, 2003) . According to Barker and colleagues, SAC provides dedicated and uninterrupted play spaces for children with time and resources for play often more plentiful than those available at home or school. Provision of play opportunities is critical to the overall wellbeing of children.
Craft, friends and games were the next most popular responses given by children as the best thing about afterschool care. In general, craft activities are offered everyday at all afterschool care services. Over time children can experience a wide range of artistic pursuits and craft activities that may not be available anywhere else. For example most homes do not have clay and finger knitting materials. Children may have some opportunity to engage in these activities at school but they would not be offered as often as they are at afterschool care. The combination of a crowded curriculum and priority given to literacy and numeracy, means there is limited time for art in primary schools (Power & Klopper, 2011) .
Just as afterschool protects and promotes play, it also supports and enables children's friendships. Afterschool care allows children to socialise with children outside of school and of all different ages, something that may not occur in schools where children in different year levels are assigned different play areas. Approximately 20 percent of children reported friends as the best thing about afterschool care while 44% said they had made new friends at afterschool care. This finding corresponds with results from the National English SAC study where one of the most significant impacts of SAC was that children were able to spend more time with existing friends and 85% of parents reported that the afterschool care club enabled their children to make new friends (Barker et al, 2003) . The finding that more girls than boys reported making new friends is supported by the literature. In their review of sex differences in peer relationship processes, Rose and Rudolph (2006) report that boys are more likely to play in large groups and have integrated social networks than girls. In the context of afterschool care boys are more likely to already know each other through playing in large groups and their friends are more likely to be friends with one another. Similarly, that more children in Logan reported making new friends than children in Canberra can be explained by the size of the schools in each location. Schools in Queensland are much larger than schools in the Australian Capital Territory. The likelihood of Queensland children knowing all the children in their year level or school is much smaller than children in the ACT.
Many children reported games as the best thing about afterschool care. Board games are standard resources in many afterschool care services. Board games are well suited to afterschool care. Children can play games with a variety of peers and educators rather than just parents or siblings who may not always have time or the inclination to play (think monopoly). There is a wider choice of games than maybe available in home environments. Likewise, afterschool care services generally play games everyday. Again children have the opportunity to play these games with a large group of peers and educators.
Over 10% of children reported computers as the best thing about afterschool care. In most instances children use the school computer labs to play on the computers. This means large numbers of children can play at one time and they can interact with each other while playing. This is different from playing computers at home where children usually play alone or perhaps with one other person (Orr Vered, 2006) .
A small number of children named sport as the best thing about afterschool care. While the numbers were too small to carry out any statistical analyses there may have been differences in children's responses according to where they lived. Children in the ACT also have the highest rates of participation in an organised sport in Australia at 73% while Queensland has the second lowest rate in the country with 57% (ABS, 2012). The Department of Education in Queensland has given priority to literacy and numeracy in Queensland schools resulting in fewer opportunities for games and sports in schools (Department of Education, Training and Employment, Queensland, 2014) .
Interestingly there were variations in what children perceived as the worst thing about afterschool care and how afterschool care could be improved. It would be reasonable to assume that children's responses would align, that is what they most dislike about afterschool care, they would want to change. However, this was not the case. Children perceived Programming, Health and Safety and Physical Environment as the worst things about afterschool care but would like to change areas of Health and Safety, Staffing and Relationships with children.
These findings suggest that children are pragmatic. Whether intentional or not they have nominated areas for improvement that can be changed. Children realise that it is more difficult to change the physical environment but see that food, rules and people (both staff and other children) could change. Anecdotally fewer than 5 children asked for things like painting the centre a rainbow or having pony rides or bringing their pets to afterschool care as ways of making afterschool care better. Children's responses were reasonable and more importantly actionable by staff. There was a difference in who reported Health and Safety as a way to improve afterschool care. Children who attended part-time suggested more often Health and Safety than children who attended every day. It may be that children who attend everyday are so used to the rules and routines that they don't think to question them or see alternatives.
Similarly interesting was that activities were reported as the best thing about afterschool care, yet they were also the worst thing, as activities constitute the main component of programming. A possible explanation is that children like activities but sometimes the activities on offer are not ones they like or think are appropriate. For example, children commented that "the games in the hall were for boys" or that "there isn't enough boy's toys" when reporting the worst thing about afterschool care. This explains why they nominated activities as the worst thing but did not nominate them in the same way as to how afterschool care could be improved. Children may accept that activities may not always be to their liking and that many children's wishes need to be accommodated.
Moving Forward
Children nominated Health and Safety as the number one thing that would improve afterschool care. Health and Safety was also rated as the second worst thing about afterschool care. It was the only quality area that appeared in the top three for both categories. Clearly this is an area that services could review. Services could question whether all the rules and procedures are absolutely necessary or appropriate? Certainly, there is no real need for group time. Children have already spent the day at school sitting and listening. There are better ways for children to sign in and go out to play. They can see the activities on offer and if they want to know what will be on offer for afternoon tea, they can look or ask a staff member. While many children are fussy eaters, services could ask children and parents what foods they could serve. Our results show that children are able to give sensible suggestions. In terms of safety rules, staff could shift to risk-benefit rather than risk-aversion. The benefits of practicing cartwheels on the grass under supervision far outweigh the very small risk that they will break their arm. Similarly staff may need to look at themselves and how they interact with children. Nearly 14% of children reported staff as the worst thing about afterschool care (5 th on list) and a quarter of the children named staff as how afterschool care could be improved (2 nd on list). These numbers are more than just a few disgruntled children who are not allowed to do as they please.
The high number (15.2%) of students reporting other children as the worst thing is concerning. This response may simply refer to children having to interact with children they do not like or who they perceive as "mean." It is possible that sometimes children are not included in games and activities that they would like to be included in. Social skills training may be needed in some services so that children can develop better social skills enabling them to have more positive interactions with their peers. Lack of good role modelling or failing to intervene or support children in building or repairing peer relationships by staff can also undermine children's social skills or escalate problems.
These three areas (Health and Safety, Staffing and Relationships with children) are affected by the skill or quality of staff members. The low skill-low pay cycle and limited working hours mean that services are not always able to recruit staff members with the desired skill set of working with children. Only the educational leader (coordinator or supervisor) is required to have a qualification in working in SAC. Educators (carers or people working on the floor) are not required to have any qualifications. Professional development of staff in the areas of Health and Safety and relationships with children would benefit staff personally and improve children's satisfaction of afterschool care.
Limitations and Future Directions
As with any study there were limitations. The response rate across all services was low. As a result it is possible that the sample was biased. It is worth noting that some of the services in Canberra requested that we survey all the children to help them improve their service. We did not include this data in our study; however, it was not statistically different from the study data. This suggests that our results may be generalisable. The services in our sample were not totally representative of the sector. While the services were located across the three school systems, the majority of service providers were not-for-profit community organisations. We did not have any for-profit service providers or services that were not located at schools. Similarly, the services were both located in cities. Different results may have been found in regional and remote areas where there may be fewer recreational opportunities. Finally, we were not able to compare our findings with the National Quality Standard assessments from the Australian Children's Education and Care Quality Authority. The majority of the services were yet to undertake their assessment. It would be interesting to see if children's perceptions matched those of adult assessors.
Further research is required to explore whether our results are reflective of children's experiences and perceptions of SAC across Australia. The differences according to where children lived were somewhat unexpected and it would be interesting to discover whether further differences exist across other states and territories. Future studies should include services located in remote and regional centres, services located in very high and low socio-economic status areas and the full range of service providers including for-profit and child-care centres. Developmental outcomes of attending SAC also should be explored. Only two Australian studies have investigated developmental outcome of attending SAC. Given the large numbers of children attending SAC, comprehensive data should be available to parents and policy makers alike.
The hours after school are an important context for development and as such SAC should not be dismissed as a filler between school and home. The time children spend in SAC across the weeks, months and years contribute to their well-being and shape their physical, social, emotional and cognitive development. It is time for parents and community perceptions to shift. Rather than a service for parents that provides care for children in a safe environment, SAC should be viewed as an opportunity where children can develop and learn new skills and competences, establish and maintain relationships with peers and adults and generate a sense of belonging and well-being. SAC deserves that same status given to other forms of children's services such as early childhood education and care and school given how it contributes to children's holistic development. Children as stakeholders have pragmatic ideas how to enhance the quality of the experiences at afterschool. For services to further improve, it is important for them to engage with children and heed their insights.
